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Understanding the Effect of Structural
Violence on the Educational Identities of
Hispanic Adolescents: A Call for Social Justice
Pauline Garcia-Reid

School social workers are in a position to positively influence the educational experiences
of those students placed most at risk by current school practices, and data indicate
that Hispanics are particularly vulnerable in this regard. An examination of trends and
educational outcomes are provided as evidence of the educational challenges encountered
by many impoverished Hispanic youths. The theory of structural violence is then introduced
as a way of conceptualizing the current educational climate experienced by many lowincome Hispanic adolescents. Although it is used in this article to explore the experiences
of Hispanic youths, it is important to recognize that structural violence is not limited
to this population or stage of development. Recommendations for school social work
practice, education, and research are provided to assist social workers in developing a
more comprehensive response to educational inequality. Such efforts may begin to address
the educational needs of Hispanic adolescents and hold promise for the development of
strategies that could foster the educational success of all students.
KEY WORDS: educational equity; Hispanic youths; school social workers; social justice; structural violence
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ar too m^any Hispanics are leaving high
school before graduating, with those from
lower socioeconomic statuses (SES) being
most at risk (Greene & Winters, 2006). Many
individual factors, such as compromised language
skills and weak early cognitive development
and family-level factors, including constrained
parental time, lack of resources, and limited
education, have been reported to negatively contribute to children and youths'school outcomes
(U.S. Department of Education, 2001; White
House Initiative on Educational Excellence for
Hispanic Americans, 2003).Yet, research needs
to more systematically examine the structural
conditions, such as substandard schools with
limited resources, school climate, and teacher
preparedness that are impeding the possibility of
school success among this population. There is
a pressing need to address the educational crisis
that is negatively affecting Hispanic youths, as
they currently represent the largest number of
ethnic minority adolescents in the United States
with the highest dropout rates of all measured
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ethnic groups (Laird, DeBell, Kienzl, & Chapman, 2007). However, though this article is focused on the structural conditions that mediate
the relationship between individual- and familylevel risk factors and educational outcomes
among Hispanic youths, it is well documented
that schools provide different structural qualities and thus different educational experiences
on the basis of gender, social class, and race and
ethnicity (Meier & Stewart, 1991;Rosenbloom
& Way, 2004; Wood, Kaplan, & McLoyd, 2007).
Ultimately, this article is intended to serve as
a call to action for school social workers who
have the capacity to positively influence the
educational experience of all students.
School social workers are uniquely positioned
to challenge injustices and foster educational
equity. Through their academic training and
professional commitment, social workers possess the requisite skills to facilitate partnerships
between groups such as parents, students, and
schools and to aid in cultivating educationally affirming school environments. However,
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out among Hispanic youths, which remains a
key indicator of the educational crisis that is
besetting large numbers of Hispanic adolescents.
Although the dropout rate among Hispanic
youths has declined in recent years, from 30
percent in 1998 to 24 percent in 2005, the rate is
more than twice as high as that of non-Hispanic
achieving these objectives is particularly chalwhite youths, which has been reported to be 10
lenging in school settings where social workpercent (Laird et al., 2007). Evidence suggests
ers are often primarily involved in work with
that contributing factors to school dropout
individual students that would, for example,
among Hispanic youths include structural
facilitate adjustment, consultation, student group
conditions within the school, such as poor acawork, and activities related to teaming (Staudt,
demic instruction—particularly in reading—low
1991; Stuart, 1986) rather than actions associsocietal expectations for Hispanic children and
ated with leadership, policy-making activities,
youths, and lack of resources in schools that have
or systems change (Bowen & Richman, 2002;
large enrollments of Hispanic children (Fennelly,
Staudt, 1991).Therefore, to assist school social
Mulkeen, & Giusti, 1998; Katz, 1999; Martinez,
workers in assuming a more proactive role in the
DeGarmo, & Eddy, 2004).This article further
process, this article aims to provide an impetus
contends that oppressive school conditions are
for intervention. More specifically, the scope
consequences of structural violence.
of the problem, including an examination of
trends and educational outcomes, is provided as
The effect of structural violence and other
evidence ofthe educational challenges encounsimilar constructs such as symbolic violence have
tered by many Hispanic youths and students of
been examined among children and adolescents
color. The theory of structural violence is also
in educational settings (Herr & Anderson, 2003;
introduced as a way of conceptualizing the curVan Soest & Bryant, 1995). However, structural
rent educational climate experienced by many
violence has not been linked to educational
Hispanic adolescents.The term structural violence, outcomes specifically among Hispanic students.
which was conceptualized by Johan Galtung
Furthermore, this concept, which has not been
(1969), refers to any constraint on human
routinely identified in the dominant discourse,
potential that is due to economic and political
is essential to recognize and discuss as it captures
structures. It is embedded in ubiquitous social
the essence of what many Hispanics experience
formations and is invisible to most individuals,
in public schools across the nation. In addition,
including those whose lives are directly affected
various factors, including gender, race and ethby the unequal and unfair distribution of societal
nicity, and social class are believed to combine
resources. Finally, recommendations for school
to form a unique experience of oppression,
social work practice, policy, and research are
which is referred to as intersectionality (Wilkinson,
provided to assist social workers in developing
2003). It is argued that Hispanics experience
a more comprehensive response to educational
structural violence in distinctive ways on the
inequality.
basis of these combinations of oppression, which
are also influenced by their own immigration
TRENDS AND EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES
and migration histories and lived experiences
AMONG HISPANIC YOUTHS
in the United States.
Hispanics have made significant academic gains
since the 1970s with regard to school completion
THE PROLIFERATION OF STRUCTURAL
but have been unable to close the educational
VIOLENCE IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS
gap with non-Hispanic white youths (63 percent
Educational inequality is maintained in numercompared with 93 percent, respectively) (U.S.
ous ways. For example, 28 percent ofthe HisCensus Bureau, 2004).Yet perhaps even more
panic population attend some ofthe most segdisconcerting is the elevated rate of school drop
regated and poorly funded schools throughout

The term structural violence refers to any
constraint on human potential that is due
to economic and political structures.

236

Children & Schools VOLUME 30, NUMBER 4

OCTOBER 2008

the United States, whose physical infrastructures
are of inferior quality (Chapa &Valencia, 1993;
U.S. Census Bureau, 2006; US. Department of
Education, 2000). For instance, many schools in
poorer communities have leaky roofs, deficient
plumbing and heating, problems with lighting,
inadequate ventilation, and acoustical inadequacies (Evans, 2004). Students in lower income
school districts are also exposed to limited
educational enrichment programs and extracurricular activities, poorer quality computer hardware and technology, and they often contend
with issues related to overcrowding (Altshuler &
Schniautz,2006;Eamon,2005;US.Department
of Education, 2003) .According to Van Soest and
Bryant (1995), many institutions function as
mechanisms for race and gender programming
that ensure structural inequality.
Hispanic adolescents, particularly those of
lower SES, and other students of color are also
more likely to have less-qualified teachers than
are their more affluent counterparts.Their lack
of preparedness serves to further compound the
educational disadvantages experienced by this
population. According to Ingersoll (1999), 27
percent of high school math teachers in lowincome districts majored in mathematics in college compared with 43 percent of high school
mathematics teachers in wealthier communities.
Furthermore, many teachers are not geared up to
educate children from cultural backgrounds that
are different from their own (Delgado-Gaitan,
1988;White House Initiative, 2003). In fact, it has
been argued that many teachers are unfamiliar
with the ethnic, cultural, linguistic, social, political, economic, and geographical backgrounds of
their student population and lack the authentic
and critical experiences that will facilitate a positive and complementary teaching and learning
environment (Grinberg, Goldfarb, & Saavedra, 2005). According to Herr and Anderson
(2003) far too many teachers are often simply
incapable(pf recognizing, much less valuing, the
cultural capital that their students bring to their
classrooms. Teachers need substantive preparation with techniques and strategies, embedded
within a culturally responsive context that will
maximize their teaching effectiveness (Valdivieso
& Nicolau, 1992;White House Initiative, 2003).

Undoubtedly, the synergistic effect of these
factors can serve to create an environment that
inhibits their academic possibilities.
Schools are rife with examples of structural
violence against Hispanic youths. Hispanic students are often not viewed by their school community as educationally capable, which often
results in children and adolescents not being
directed toward academic programs that will
increase their life chances (Meier & Stewart,
1991). For example, although estimates vary,
research has found that more than half of all
Hispanic students are not enrolled in classes that
will prepare them for higher education (Adelman, 1999).Hispanics are also underrepresented
in advance placement courses and Gifted and
Talented Education programs relative to their
proportion of the student population and in
contrast to their white and Asian American
peers (Ginorio & Huston, 2001; Solorzano &
Órnelas, 2004).They are also often not taught
in schools that contain learning environments
that are culturally and linguistically responsive.
In fact, the educational experience for limited
language learners and English as a second language students has been besieged and restricted.
For example, Ron Unz's Proposition 227 in
California targeted bilingual education and
promoted the English only movement (Gándara
et al.,2000).The rollback of bilingual education
and English only represents a focused disadvantage for English language learners, who may not
necessarily be poor but the majority of whom
are Hispanics (Criado, 2004; Monzo, 2005).
These educational environments are clearly
disempowering and fail to contribute to the
development of positive educational identities
among their student population. And because
the mechanisms by which structural violence
occur are at an invisible or submerged level,
many individuals are unable to identify how
these processes are related to school disengagement or potential dropout and therefore are
more likely to attribute academic failure among
Hispanic youths to personal deficiencies.There
is a pressing need to begin thinking more critically about ways in which schools can become
high-performing and successful learning communities for all students.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK

Despite the many obstacles that social workers
may encounter in increasing awareness of the
complexity and pervasiveness of structural violence, if they are equipped with a fundamental
skill base and strategies then they can be better
positioned to serve as conduits of social change
for Hispanic students. For example, Van Soest
and Bryant (1995) developed a conceptual model
of violence by using an interrelated multilevel
framework that incorporates an individual level,
an institutional level, and a structural—cultural
foundation.The individual level represents more
obvious forms of violence, such as burglary, rape,
and murder that usually involves immediate actions and consequences.The institutional forms
of violence, such as punitive policies, are considered to be less apparent yet equally significant
as they are believed to hinder individuals from
maximizing their potential. The structuralcultural level represents the bedrock from which
the institutional and individual levels of violence
are rooted. According to Van Soest and Bryant
(1995), conventional values and everyday social
relations form a universal way of thinking that
favors the dominant cultural group and denigrates different cultures.This perception is then
internalized and becomes embedded within
individual and societal consciousness and ensures
the persistence of structural disparities.
The model is intended to be used as an assessment tool to obtain data regarding the root
causes of violence as well as the perpetuation
of subtle forms of institutional and structural
violence related to race, class, and gender. Van
Soest and Bryant (1995) theorized that school
social workers could incorporate the tool into
their arsenal of assessment instruments when
meeting with individual students, groups of students, parents, and educators. More specifically,
the tri-level model could be used as a framework
for organizing needs assessment categories and
intervention responses. For instance, if the students report a high proportion of harassment,
fighting, or bullying at their schools, which are
considered acts of violence on the individual
level, then efforts should be made by the school
community to disrupt these patterns. For example, schools might be encouraged to explore
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innovative violence prevention curriculums
such as the one suggested by Osher, Dwyer, and
Jimerson (2006), who proposed a schoolwide
positive behavioral support (SWPBS) model
to increase both school safety and academic
achievement. SWPBS is a proactive approach
to discipline that is organized around three
themes (for example, prevention, multitiered
support, and data-based decision making) and
that is based on the premise that when school
staff actively teach and acknowledge expected
behavior, the proportion of students with serious behavior problems will be reduced and the
school's overall climate will improve (Horner &
Sugai, 2000; Sugai & Horner, 2002).
As a next step in the process, the tool could
guide school social workers in more critically
investigating policies and practices that might
be regarded as oppressive, such as the practice
of tracking students into different academic
programs, which could be considered acts of
violence on the institutional level (Romo &
Falbo, 1996). Ideally, evaluation strategies should
be used to assess the effects of implementing
all system-wide school policies, including the
federally mandated No Child Left Behind Act,
whose merits have come under recent scrutiny
(Orfield, Losen,Wald, & Swanson, 2004). Highstakes testing may represent a form of violence
on the structural-cultural level. According to
Smith and Fey (2000), high-stakes tests are
mandated tests, which are used to make decisions or characterizations about students and
the educational systems that they attend. Yet
research has found that high-stakes standardized tests do not consistently and adequately
reflect the comprehension, learning experiences,
and strengths of Hispanic youths (La Roche &
Shriberg, 2004). Nevertheless, objective evaluations should be conducted, which can be used
to determine the utility and practice of assessing
knowledge through standardized assessments.
Taken together, the violence model can prove
to be an invaluable instrument that could assist
school social workers in detecting various forms
of violence that are typically not easily accessible
or identifiable. Efforts could then be made to
work toward creating a cultural climate that is
more equitable and just.
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School social workers can increase their visibility and assume more ofa leadership role in
coordinating the school organizing process by
advocating on behalf of the adolescents, pursuing program resources, serving as role models,
and urging school personnel to provide a
culture of inclusiveness for Hispanic youths
(Cargo, Grams, Ottoson,Ward, & Green, 2003).
As agents of social change, they can assist in the
establishment of an empowered social climate
that is safe and welcoming and that provides
opportunities for caring, believing, respecting,
and encouraging youths. Beyond identifying
the structural conditions that are impeding the
possibility of success, school social workers can
facilitate school-based interventions strategies.
One approach could focus on replicating support networks that are typical within Hispanic
communities, including programs targeted
at Hispanic students that use academic supports designed to create networks of mutual
aid. Additional interventions could focus on
group processes that can serve to build on the
cultural strengths ofthe Hispanic students and
improve the likehhood of school success. The
interventions should be culturally responsive
and incorporate common issues relative to
Hispanics living in the United States, including discussions of immigration and migration
history, acculturation, sense of ethnic identity,
oppression, family dynamics and unity, loyalty,
respect, and dignity.
SCHOOL SOCIAL WORKERS LEADING THE
WAY: EDUCATION AND TRAINING

School social workers should continuously
investigate and educate the community regarding diverse conceptualizations of violence,
which can be accomplished through community fairs, workshops, seminars, and in-service
training. The content should include a detailed
focus on ways to understand the subtleties
and effects of both physical and psychological
violence. Although physical violence is more
easily identified and understood, psychological
violence or structural violence is subtle and is
often perpetuated through institutional sanction
(Van Soest & Bryant, 1995). One explicit aim
ofthe discussions would be to explore how the

groups working together can engender a social
climate that is conducive to structural change.
School social workers could work toward creating sustained institutional change along three
key dimensions: (1) collaborative governance
with shared democratic leadership that would
ensure the academic success of all students; (2)
culturally responsive pedagogy, which would
entail creating sincere communication among
students, schools, parents, and communities;
and (3) advocacy-oriented assessment aimed at
understanding the relationship among structural
violence, cultural and linguistic diversity, and
academic achievement (FuUan, 1993; Kincaid
& Horner, 1998; Schlechty, 1990).
RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

Through comprehensive needs assessments,
future research should begin to determine the
magnitude of structural conditions that are
interfering with school success within their
own districts.Multidisciplinary research efforts
could then identify effective action-oriented
strategies and interventions aimed at long-term
solutions (Van Soest & Bryant, 1995). Prior
research projects have identified ways in which
model schools have become exemplary learning communities for Hispanic adolescents. For
example, Reyes, Scribner, and Scribner (1999)
identified how exemplary learning communities operate from the pedagogical premise
that all students are capable of experiencing
academic achievement, provided that they
have knowledgeable, reflective, and advocacyoriented educators who consistently tap the
rich knowledge base that the students bring
to school from their homes and communities.
As an incremental next step in the process,
future research should investigate public policy
efforts such as how to bridge schools, families,
and communities together for mutual support
and problem solving, which has been identified
by NASW (2006) as a sensible approach that
should generate further reform efforts. Clearly,
engaging in this type of research might be a
daunting undertaking, marred by bureaucratic
challenges; nevertheless, social work researchers who are able to successfully convey the
multitude of benefits that might be obtained
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